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aggression; in the second, it was saved from being a Capua where
officers and men like Candide can cultivate their gardens in an
atmosphere of dolcefar niente that recalls the pleasant isle of Aves
more than a territory of a nation occupied, robbed, humiliated.
The State Department may regret that it was not given a chance to
make a deal that neutralized Libreville and New Caledonia, that
took as many French assets out of the war as possible. But the Navy
Department which, thanks to the de Gaulle movement, has these
bases and, in addition, Tahiti and the Marquesas, probably thinks
differently. Nevertheless, the policy of bringing all the French
Empire (and the French fleet) back into the war by means of
patriotic appeals, even brilliant patriotic appeals, failed. General
de Gaulle is almost as much a radio wizard as the President of the
United States, but there are many things that cannot be done by a
radio talk. One of them, it proved, was to shake the authority of the
government of Vichy, even in vast, remote islands like Madagascar,
controlled by the British navy, immune to German threats and, as
was believed before Pearl Harbour and Singapore, to Japanese
threats.
The reasons for this failure deserve some examination. One is of
temporary importance for the present and future policy of the
United Nations. Because we talk of the British, French and Dutch
Empires we confuse very different kinds of polities. The British
and Dutch Empires, though in differing degrees, have independent
and semi-autonomous governments and a tradition of independent
action which is totally lacking in the French Empire. This is not
necessarily a discredit to the French Empire. That as an imperial
power they have got something is shown by the astonishing fact
that, at the lowest and most disastrous point in French history,
French authority has not been challenged from within by tens of
millions of subject peoples. But this power of command is exercised
by a small group of officials, themselves trained in absolute and
blind obedience to the constituted authority, whatever it is.1
1 A French naval officer, a friend of mine, who had his destroyer sunk under
him at Dunkirk and who joined de Gaulle, leaving a wife and three children in
Brest under R A.F. bombs and German rule, asserted again and again at this time:
"You are confusing the British Empire and the French Empire. These people will
obey any orders that come from Pans or the successor of Pans." Another fnend,
a deputy who joined de Gaulle, told me of the sensation he caused when before
the war he visited Dakar as a pnvate individual, refused official hospitality or
guidance and asserted truthfully and incredibly that he simply wanted to see what
Dakar was like.